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Multidimensional Measures of Female Disempowerment 
 
Abstract 
This study offers a new methodology to measure female disempowerment, where such 
individuals are denied the liberty of making fundamental life choices, with techniques that 
have been developed exclusively to measure social deprivation. These multidimensional 
indicators have been applied to calculate statistics in India at state, regional and national 
levels, and have provided quantifiable statistics with which to assess regional diversity in 
gender equity in India. Further, the decomposability property of these indicators have allowed 
for the identification of those regions (or states) and decisions categories that have 
contributed more than others to the total disempowerment of women. 
 
Keywords: disempowerment, multidimensional, decomposability, social exclusion 
JEL Classification: J12, J16, I31 
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Multidimensional Measures of Female Disempowerment 
1. Introduction 
Female empowerment has become an important development objective in recent decades, 
mainly because it can facilitate the attainment of other interrelated development goals, such 
as reduction in child mortality rates and improvement in maternal health. There are various 
studies in the literature that corroborate the beneficial effects of empowered females, 
including higher survival rates, wellness of children, and healthier families
1
.  
It is indubitable that the issue of female empowerment takes policy makers out of their 
familiar conceptual territory of welfare, poverty and efficiency, and into the nebulous 
territory of power and social injustice. However, the instrumentalist justification which 
combines the argument for gender equality/women’s empowerment with demonstrations of a 
broad set of desirable multiplier effects offers policy makers the possibility of achieving 
familiar and approved goals, though by not so familiar means. The success of this 
instrumentalist proposal depends largely on measuring or quantifying empowerment, as it 
places the concept on more solid and objectively verifiable grounds and allows policymakers 
the option of moving away from the unwarranted intrusion of metaphysical concepts into the 
concrete and practical world of development policy (Kabeer 1999).  
The discussion above shows that measurement is one of the most important aspects for 
achieving the goal of female empowerment. Unfortunately, the issue of measurement with 
regard to women’s empowerment has also been met with pervasive confusion. The current 
study addresses the issue of measurement with a focus on all aspects of women’s 
empowerment being multidimensional, and the interrelations among different dimensions of 
empowerment being strongly determined by social institutions. It has been argued that the 
empowerment of women is more sensitive to variations in gender systems generated by social 
                                                          
1
 For  studies, refer to Anderson and Eswaran (2009) 
3 
 
contexts than to the personal characteristics of women (Mason and Smith 2003). These social 
contexts may include state level differences that enforce gender regimes embodied in legal 
systems, judicial precedent and public policy, as well as local geographical community and 
communities of identification (e.g. religious or ethnic communities). Mason and Smith (2003) 
also illustrated that different dimensions of empowerment vary independently of one another, 
and are affected by social context (i.e. more decision making power in one dimension does 
not necessarily imply the same level of control in other dimensions). As Mason and Smith 
(2003, 4) observed, “some gender systems give women considerable power in making 
financial decisions within the family but simultaneously deprive them of sexual independence 
or of freedom of physical movement within community or beyond. There is nothing to 
guarantee that when women have high levels on one dimension of gender stratification, they 
will also have high levels on other dimensions.”   
Considering these issues associated with the measurement of women’s empowerment, this 
study offers a novel way to measure female disempowerment by applying techniques 
developed exclusively for measuring social deprivation. The chief property of these 
multidimensional disempowerment indicators is decomposability, which allows the 
comparison between dimensions and regions of disempowerment with respect to one another, 
and calculates the percentage contribution of each dimension/region to overall 
disempowerment. This method of measuring disempowerment is particularly relevant for 
countries that have regional and cultural disparities within themselves, or for group countries 
that have similar social contexts
2
. The present study calculates the data drawn from 
disempowerment indicators in India, primarily because regional diversity determined through 
kinship, family and marriage institutions that gives rise to differences in women 
empowerment state-wise and dimension-wise is quite pertinent for India. Therefore, this 
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study provides quantifiable statistics on earlier studies
3
 regarding gender equity in India, 
particularly documenting the regional diversity in gender equity between North and South 
Indian states and covering the major states from both regions. 
 
As stated above, the chief motivation for this study is to apply the latest multidimensional 
approach of welfare comparison to examine the magnitude of female disempowerment in 
India. Chakravarty and Majumder (2005), Chakravarty and D’Ambrosio (2006), and Jayaraj 
and Subramanian (2010) offered two alternative methods to multidimensional deprivation 
measures. This study applies these methods to measure the extent of female disempowerment 
in the form of social exclusion or deprivation where the concerned woman is denied or 
deprived of the ability to make decisions (or choices) strategic to her life. Noting that this 
deprivation or disempowerment may occur in several dimensions, this study will focus on 
four major dimensions in which women have to make fundamental decisions. These are 
fertility decisions, economic decisions, household related decisions, and decisions related to 
personal wellbeing. The number of indicators that are used to examine disempowerment in 
these dimensions has been restricted by the availability of data. 
 
The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 reviews the literature and is divided 
into two subsections. Section 2.1 dwells briefly on the definition and measurement of 
empowerment in the literature and Section 2.2 reviews the studies that relate social and 
cultural institutions to the pattern of female disempowerment. Section 3 explains the 
methodology, and is divided into subsections. Section 3.1 describes multidimensional 
measures as used in the study and states their principal properties, while Section 3.2 give 
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details on the dataset, delineating the instruments and participants of the proposed method. 
The results are presented and analysed in Section 4, and Section 5 concludes the paper. 
 
2. Literature Review 
2.1 Definition and Measurement of Women Empowerment 
There is no dearth of studies in the development literature on the definition and measurement 
of female empowerment. Kabeer (1999) defined ‘empowerment’ as an ability to exercise 
choice; thus, ‘disempowerment’ implies the deprivation of choice. Further, ‘empowerment’ 
occurs when people previously denied the ability to make crucial life choices obtain the 
ability to do so. According to Kabeer, there are three interrelated dimensions of 
empowerment: resources (preconditions); agency (process); and achievements (outcomes). 
The resource dimension of women’s empowerment is normally measured in the literature as 
‘access to material resources’ such as land, ancestral property, enterprise income, and other 
such assets (Boserup 1970; Dyson and Moore 1983; Agarwal 1994; Kabeer 1994; Razavi 
1997; Mukhopadhayay 1998; Kantor 2003). The ‘agency’ dimension of empowerment 
mainly refers to ‘decision-making agency’. The ‘achievement’ dimension of empowerment 
refers to functioning achievements of women, that is, how resources and agency translate into 
their personal well being, or the well being of their dependants, for example, children. 
 
Of the three dimensions discussed above, ‘agency’ is the dimension through which 
‘empowerment’ is operationalized (Kantor, 2003). Ibrahim and Alkire (2007) documented 
twenty-nine definitions of empowerment currently in use. In the majority of these definitions, 
empowerment is defined in terms of agency. The researchers further described two important 
components of ‘empowerment’. The first component is the ‘expansion of agency’, explained 
as the ability to act on what you value and have reason to value. The other component 
6 
 
concentrates on the institutional environment, which can be considered as an opportunity 
structure providing preconditions for the exertion of effective agency. This study also treats 
‘empowerment’ as ‘expansion of agency’, which can mainly be attributed to the decision 
making ability of the individual. Therefore, ‘disempowerment’ is the ‘lack of agency’, that is, 
the incapacity to make effective life choices. Ibrahim and Alkire (2007) proposed four 
possible domains within which to exercise agency, and noted that increased exercise in these 
domains could lead to empowerment. These domains include: empowerment as control over 
personal decisions; empowerment as choice in household and other areas of decision-making; 
empowerment as ability to change aspects of one’s life; and empowerment in community to 
gain communal belonging. 
  
This discussion suggests that empowerment is a multidimensional concept, and that it can be 
practised on many different levels (individual versus community) and domains. It can be 
classified as relational because it occurs in relation to whom a person interacts with. The 
literature suggests that empowerment may have some general and agreed upon definitions 
and features in an academic sense, but that it is very culturally specific and depends on the 
norms, values and beliefs of the society
4
. 
2.2 Gender Systems and Women Empowerment 
As stated earlier, empowerment of women is more receptive to variation in gender systems 
generated by social contexts that to the personal characteristics of women. Since women 
empowerment is multidimensional in nature, the interrelationships between these different 
dimensions are themselves affected by the prevailing gender systems in a particular region. 
Therefore, it may be possible for a woman to have more autonomy in personal decisions but 
less in household decisions in one gender system while the opposite may be true in case of 
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other gender system.    Mason and Smith (2003) gave a detailed account of different gender 
systems and consequent differences in the level of empowerment of women in various 
spheres in 56 communities of five Asian countries, namely, Pakistan, India, Malaysia, 
Thailand and Philippines; while Moghadam (2003) gave a detailed description of socio 
cultural institutions prevailing in the societies of Middle East and North Africa and the 
gender systems they engendered and, their effect on socio economic condition of women. A 
recent study by Staveren (2013), using data from World Bank World Development Indicators 
and OECD –GID (Gender, Institutions and Development) for developing countries, provided 
cross-country empirical evidence on the significant effect of gendered institutions on women 
empowerment with different institutions affecting different dimensions of empowerment. 
 
In the light of above discussion, the new proposed methodology of measuring women 
disempowerment with its decomposability feature would serve as an important tool especially 
for those researchers that try to explain patterns of female disempowerment based on 
institutional and cultural characteristics of a specific context, e.g., regions, counties, states, 
etc. Understanding how the context shapes general or particular forms of female 
disempowerment will be a valuable piece of information with implications for public policy. 
 
3. Methodology 
3.1 The Multi-Dimensional Disempowerment Measures 
The techniques to compute multidimensional deprivation on which the proposed measures of 
multi-dimensional disempowerment are based are well documented in the literature (see, e.g. 
Chakravarty and Majumder 2005; Chakravarty and D’Ambrosio 2006; Jayaraj and 
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Subramanian 2010). Therefore, this study does not provide detailed discussion of these 
measures, but briefly outlines their central features and properties. 
There are two alternative approaches to multidimensional disempowerment. Each of these 
involves measuring disempowerment for a well-defined decision indicator, and then 
aggregating these specific decision indicator specific disempowerment magnitudes into a 
single number that measures the overall magnitude of disempowerment faced by a country or 
a region. The first follows the spirit of the HDI, HPI in defining disempowerment as a linear 
function of the decision indicator specific disempowerment magnitudes. This approach does 
not consider regional disaggregation; rather, it treats the whole country as the unit of analysis. 
It considers the weight of the decision indicator specific components in the measure of 
overall disempowerment as either fixed exogenously (as with HDI), determined from data by 
principal components (Klasen 2000), or estimated as disempowerment shares of the decision 
indicator in overall disempowerment and calculated as percentages using additively 
decomposable disempowerment measures (Bourguignon and Chakravarty 2003; Chakravarty 
and Majumder 2005). In the second approach (Chakravarty and D’Ambrosio 2006; Jayaraj 
and Subramanian 2010), the emphasis is on regional disaggregation of the disempowerment 
measure for the country or group of countries, and defining it as additive in the 
disempowerment measures of subgroups or regions. 
 
 
This study is a hybrid of both approaches, since it seeks to compare disempowerment 
decision indicators and the regions (or states) with respect to one another, and calculate the 
percentage contribution of each decision/region (or state) to the overall disempowerment. 
Let there be K (≥1) decision indicators of disempowerment. Let   
                       
denote the percentage of women in region (or state) j that are disempowered in decision 
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indicator  . Let    denote the corresponding disempowerment rate of women for decision 
indicator   in the country as a whole. 
 
The disempowerment faced by women in the region (or state) j is given by
5
: 
  
  (
 
 
) ∑    
   
 
                                                                                                 
The parameter   is fixed (or chosen) a priori by the investigator 6 . In the deprivation 
measures, the HDI represents the special case where              If all the states are 
pooled and the region/country considered as a whole, then the measure of disempowerment 
faced by women is given by: 
    (
 
 
) ∑     
 
 
                                                                                                
The key properties that are satisfied by   are:   
1. If there is no disempowerment in any decision indicator, then the overall measure   
 
 must 
be 0. 
2.   
 
  lies between the minimal and maximal values of    
    across the    decision 
indicators of disempowerment. 
3. Ceteris paribus: an increase in the disempowerment in a single decision must increase the 
overall measure of disempowerment. 
4. An equi-proportionate increase in the disempowerment: all decisions will increase the 
overall measure by the same proportion.  
5. Ceteris paribus: the increase in overall disempowerment due to a given increase in a 
single decision is larger the higher the disempowerment in that decision. This property is 
satisfied if    . 
                                                          
5
 This is the decomposable poverty measure suggested by Foster, Greer and Thorbecke (1984). 
6
 Calculations of disempowerment rates reported here have been fixed at 1. The evidence is also provided on 
how the relative importance of various disempowerment dimensions varies, and for this we have used the scale 
of 0 to 5, following Mishra and Ray (2013) and Mishra and Ray (2012). 
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6. This index is additively decomposable both between states and between decision 
indicators. 
 
A key property of the disempowerment measure, eq. (2), is the decomposability property that 
allows us to calculate the percentage contribution of decision indicator   to total 
disempowerment in the country. Using this property, the relative importance of various 
disempowerment decisions indicators is calculated to find out whether women are more 
disempowered in decisions related to households, personal affairs, fertility or economic 
independence. This division of disempowerment into various categories forms the central 
feature of this study. However, as reported later, the calculated percentage contributions are 
quite sensitive to the a priori value of the parameter, α. 
 
The second approach of disempowerment measurement as employed in this study is now 
briefly expounded. Instead of starting from the decision-specific head count disempowerment 
rates, this approach takes a slightly different route by starting from the proportion of women 
who are disempowered in 1, 2, 3, etc. decisions, and then aggregating these into regional 
disempowerment rates and from that to the nation as a whole. A key point of departure from 
the previous approach is that, unlike before, the precise identity of the disempowerment 
decision indicator does not matter here: only the number of disempowerment decision 
failures matters. 
Following the notation used by Jayaraj and Subramanian (2010), let    denote the number of 
women that are disempowered in exactly   decisions,             . Let the total number of 
women be denoted by  . Then, three possible headcount rates of disempowerment are as 
follows. 
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   ∑   
 
    
                                                                                                    
 
  ,    and     are headcount rates of multi-dimensional disempowerment. While  
  denotes 
the headcount disempowerment rates of women who are disempowered in all the   decisions, 
and is referred to as the ‘intersection method’,   denotes the corresponding headcount rates 
of women who are disempowered in at least 1 decision, and is referred to as the ‘union 
method’. It is clear that while   understates the magnitude of disempowerment, 
    overstates it. Alternatively,   measures the magnitude of extreme disempowerment, 
while    measures the aggregate of mild, moderate and extreme disempowerment. A 
compromise is     , which lies between  
  and   , where     is specified a priori. It 
approaches
 
the former when     moves towards   , and approaches the latter when     moves 
towards 1. 
 
A more sophisticated measure than    on the lines of Atkinson’s (1970) inequality measure 
and Foster, Greer and Thorbecke’s (1984) poverty measure, has been suggested by Jayaraj 
and Subramanian (2010) and is as follows: 
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   ∑      
  
                                                          
 
The parameter   performs a role analogous to that of the   in case of Atkinson’s (1970) and 
Foster, Greer and Thorbecke’s (1984) measures. As   increases from 1 to higher values,    
gives greater weight to the disempowerment rates of women who are disempowered in more 
and more decisions, that is, the more disempowered women and, at very high   values, it 
measures the magnitude of extreme disempowerment. Similar to the axiomatic properties 
described for the disempowerment measure   , given by equation (2), following are the 
principal properties satisfied by   , given by equation (6). 
 
1. Anonymity: The identity of the women should not affect the disempowerment measure. 
2. Ceteris paribus: if the range of disempowerment, that is, the number of disempowerment 
decisions increases, then the measure will register an increase. 
3. Ceteris paribus: if woman ‘a’ suffers disempowerment in 1 more decision, but woman ‘b’ 
experiences disempowerment in 1 less decision, and woman ‘a’ is disempowered in more 
decisions than woman ‘b’, then the measure will register an increase in disempowerment. 
This property will hold if       and is analogous to the Pigou-Dalton transfer principle 
in the context of income transfer. 
4. The disempowerment measure is additively decomposable in the population subgroups, 
that is, it can be written as a population share weighted average of the subgroup 
deprivation measures. This property is satisfied if α  , and is particularly convenient in 
the context of the present study. 
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If   
  is the disempowerment measure of state  , then 
 
  
  ∑             
 
                                         
And 
 
   
  
 
  
                                                                 
 
The ratio,    measures the percentage contribution of the state   to overall disempowerment 
of women in the particular region or country as a whole.  If the ratio    is deflated by the 
population share of women in state   , say    , defined as 
   
  
  
                                                                                                                                                       
 
Then      suggests that the women in state ‘  ’ are more disempowered than the 
region/country as a whole, and less disempowered if      . 
 
3.2 Data Description 
The data comes from the National Family health survey (NFHS) conducted by the 
International Institute of Population Sciences (IIPM) under the stewardship of the Ministry of 
Health and Family Welfare (MOHFW), Government of India. Three rounds of NFHS surveys 
have been conducted so far since the first survey in 1992-93. This study is based on the last 
and most recent survey round carried out in 2005-06 on women in the age group 15-49 years. 
The reason for using only the last round for this analysis is that only this round (known as 
NFHS3) provides information on women’s empowerment and gender equality indicators, 
which are the central foci of this study. The survey was conducted for all 29 states of India. 
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This study, following Dyson and Moore’s (1983) delineation7, focussed on three regional 
clusters of state: the North (Gujarat, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Punjab, and 
Haryana); the South (Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and Maharashtra); and 
the East (Bihar, West Bengal, Orissa and Assam). As stated earlier, this was done mainly to 
provide the quantifiable measures and statistics to the Dyson and Moore thesis, done as early 
as 1983, when they exposited the mapping between female autonomy and kinship, family and 
marriage relationships. They divided the states into three regions mainly on the guiding 
principles of kinship, family and marriage institutions. 
 
Table 1 lists the main characteristics of the women in the sample. There were 39,745 women 
in total. The average age of the women in the sample was 36 years, and they received 
education for roughly 3.2 years. The average age at first marriage of a woman in India still 
appeared quite low at approximately 17 years. The majority of the women fell in ‘poorest to 
middle’ economic status. In terms of media exposure, women generally preferred to watch 
television more often than they would read newspapers or listen to radio. A median woman in 
the sample watched television at least once a week, but did not read newspapers or listen to 
radio at all. 
 
Disempowerment of women is examined through the following decisions categories
8
: 
 
1. Fertility Decisions 
2. Economic Decisions 
3. Household Decisions 
                                                          
7
 The only departure in this study from Dyson and Moore (1983) on regional grouping of the states is the 
inclusion of Assam in the east group. This is done as Assam is one of biggest states of the north-east region and 
culturally versatile. Its inclusion in the list broadens the scope and comprehensibility of this study.  
8
 These can be considered as instruments to measure disempowerment. 
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4. Personal Decisions 
 
Table 2 lists the indicator variable (or question) under each decision category that is used to 
appraise the disempowerment of women in that particular decision category.  A woman is not 
considered to be disempowered as long as she has a say in the decision. A woman may have a 
say in the decision fully or along with her husband (or partner); however, if she does has a 
say she is not considered to be disempowered. ‘Disempowerment’ in this study is defined as 
being a state in which the individual has ‘no say’ in the decision at all.  The choice of 
indicator variables (or questions) under each decision category was governed mainly by the 
availability of data. 
 
4. Results 
The decision specific headcount rates of disempowerment using equations 1 and 2 (with   = 
1) are presented in Table 3. The women in the sample throughout the country and across 
regions (except for the East) recorded the highest disempowerment in decisions on major 
household purchases and lowest in decisions on contraception use. In the East, women were 
most disempowered in decisions related to choice of workplace location. The women in the 
sample were most disempowered in the household decision category followed by the personal 
decision category, and then in the economic decision category. They were least 
disempowered in decisions related to their fertility.  
The estimates of multidimensional disempowerment for all the states, regions and country 
calculated using the measure given by equation 6 at various values of   , are presented in 
Table 4.  Some interesting results featured in Table 4 are worth mentioning: 
16 
 
1. The state wise multidimensional disempowerment estimates do not differ much from 
one another at    , but variation start surfacing when    increase from 1 to higher 
values  that is, when more disempowered women are considered.  
2. At low values of  , the region of South and East record lower disempowerment of 
women than the region of North. However, as the value   begin to increase, this result 
seems to disappear, and at very high values of   (3 and above) the level of 
disempowerment of women in the South and East overtakes the disempowerment in 
the North. This suggests that earlier findings
9
 on relatively low disempowerment (or 
in other words, more autonomy) enjoyed by the women in the South and East holds 
only when one considers women who are disempowered in few decisions categories. 
However, at acute disempowerment levels, that is, for women who are disempowered 
in more decisions categories, the women in the South and East suffer marginally more 
disempowerment than women in the North. 
3. The worst performing states on women’s empowerment (as implied by the 
multidimensional disempowerment measure) are Rajasthan (in the North), Karnataka 
(in the South) and Wes Bengal (in the East). Assam records the lowest 
disempowerment of women among all the states at   from 1 and above. 
4. It is surprising to note those poorer states of Bihar and Uttar Pradesh record lesser 
levels of women’s disempowerment than the richer states of Gujarat, Maharashtra and 
Punjab. It seems there is a link
10
 between the income and prosperity of the state and 
other measures of social exclusion (like deprivation and poverty), and that as income 
levels improve, deprivation or poverty falls. However, this does not seem to hold for 
the issue of disempowerment. This finding brings up another interesting issue to 
                                                          
9
 For literature on regional divergence in gender equity in India, refer to Rahman and Rao (2004)  
10
 Refer to Mishra and Ray (2013) for multidimensional deprivation measures and Mishra and Ray (2011) for 
unidimensional measures of social exclusion  
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explore, that is, whether the two forms of social exclusion – deprivation and 
disempowerment – are related. This knowledge will help in determining whether 
government policies and programmes aimed at reducing deprivation will also be able 
to alleviate the disempowerment of women in particular states. In other words, with 
the rise in living standards and access to more social amenities, this understanding 
will resolve whether the empowerment of women comes naturally or has to be tackled 
separately. 
 
The decomposability property of the disempowerment measure given by equation 6 has been 
exploited to calculate the percentage contribution of the decision indicator to overall 
disempowerment in Table 5, and the percentage contribution of each state in regional and all 
of India’s disempowerment in Table 6 at two widely dispersed values of  , namely at 
           . 
 
Table 5 shows the relative contribution of various decision indicators in overall 
disempowerment of women. The biggest contributor to the disempowerment of women is the 
decision on ‘major household purchase’ for both the North and the South region, while for 
the East it is ‘work at home or away’. This relative contribution of decision on ‘major 
household purchase’ in the North and the South and decision to ‘work at home or away’ in 
the East increases when the value of   increases to 5, or alternatively stated, when the sample 
of more disempowered women is considered. The decisions related to personal freedom and 
movement, such as ‘say in visiting family’ and ‘say in health care’ contribute more to the 
disempowerment of women in the North than for the women in the South, while decisions on 
major or minor household expenditure add more to the total disempowerment for women in 
the South than in the North. This result is in line with the earlier finding by Rahman and Rao 
18 
 
(2004) on a restrictive sample
11
 that women in the North face greater constraints on their 
mobility than women in the South, but have more authority than their South Indian 
counterparts over household expenditures.  
The ratio    that measures the percentage contribution of the state   to overall 
disempowerment of women in the particular region or country as a whole, given by equation 
(8), has been calculated and presented in Table 6. At low value of            ), Madhya 
Pradesh contributes the most to the overall disempowerment of women in the country as a 
whole, while at high values of            ), the biggest contribution comes from Andhra 
Pradesh. At regional level, Madhya Pradesh  Andhra Pradesh and West Bengal is the biggest 
contributor to the disempowerment of women in the North, the South and the East 
respectively. 
Table 7 presents the disempowerment comparison of states with respect to all of India on the 
basis of the ratio   , given by equation (9). The value of    greater than one indicates women 
in state ‘  ’ are more disempowered, and value of    less than one suggests less 
disempowered in comparison to all of India. Table 7 reveals an interesting fact – the 
disempowerment of women in the poorer states of Bihar and Uttar Pradesh are lower than all 
of India women’s disempowerment. This, again, resurfaces the issue to explore the link 
between the material prosperity of the state and status of the women as brought forth by 
earlier discussion on Table 4. States such as Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh, 
Orissa, Rajasthan and West Bengal are doing worse, while the states of Assam, Bihar, Kerala, 
Maharashtra, Punjab, Tamil Nadu and Uttar Pradesh are doing better in comparison to all of 
India’s disempowerment of women at any value of  , that is, when one considers the women 
disempowered on few to many decision indicators. From this clear picture of bad and worse, 
two states present notable distinction. In the state of Gujarat, women’s disempowerment is 
                                                          
11
 Rahman and Rao (2004) analysis was based on randomized individual survey conducted in 1995 in five 
districts in Karnataka in South India and five districts in Uttar Pradesh in the North. 
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higher than in all of India when disempowerment in fewer decision indicators (indication of a 
mild form of disempowerment) is considered, while it is lower when disempowerment in 
more decision indicators (indication of an extreme form of disempowerment) is reckoned. 
However, in the state of Haryana the picture is the opposite. When regional disempowerment 
is compared to the whole country’s disempowerment, the Eastern region is doing better at 
any value of   in comparison to all of India. In the Northern region, disempowerment is 
higher with respect to all of India at lower values of   but lower at higher values of  , while 
in the Southern region, the picture is completely the opposite. In the Southern region, 
disempowerment of women is lower at lower values of  , but greater at higher values of   in 
comparison to all of India. This further supports earlier finding from Table 4 that, when one 
considers ‘extreme form of disempowerment’, Southern region Indian women are at a more 
disadvantageous position compared to their Northern region Indian counterparts. 
 
5. Summary and Conclusions 
 
This study offers a new methodology to measure female disempowerment, applying the 
techniques developed to measure multidimensional deprivation to assess the magnitude of 
female disempowerment at region/state level on the one hand and decision choices level on 
the other. This provided the quantification and statistical evidence for earlier studies on 
regional gender equity diversity in India, which were either unidimensional in approach or 
based on the existing institutional, kinship, cropping pattern, and other such structural factors. 
This study noted that magnitude of the disempowerment of women might not necessarily 
relate to the prosperity of the state. This finding calls for a more directed approach to tackle 
the issue of women’s disempowerment, which entails bringing about a change in attitude and 
mindset towards the women of a society in general, mainly with the use of media like 
20 
 
television and public awareness campaigns. Some earlier studies in the literature (for example, 
Jensen and Oster 2009; Mishra 2013) already documented the importance of exposure to 
television in general and cable television in particular on the autonomy of women in 
household decision making. 
 
Notwithstanding earlier studies on gender equity differences between the North and South in 
India proffering that women enjoyed higher autonomy and a more empowered status in the 
South due to cultural, institutional and other structural factors, this study found that this 
advantageous position for women of the South holds only when one considers the mild form 
of disempowerment, or disempowerment in fewer decision indicators. Once the array of 
indicators is widened or the extreme form of disempowerment is assayed, women in the 
South are not enjoying more decision-making agency compared to their North Indian 
counterparts. The findings in this study are more in line with an earlier study by Rahman and 
Rao (2004) on a restrictive sample covering only one state from the North (Uttar Pradesh) 
and one from the South (Karnataka). Women in the two regions were found to exercise power 
over different spheres. This study found the same to hold on a more comprehensive and 
larger sample of states from the North and the South, with the distinction of expounding the 
quantifiable multidimensional indicator for each state at varying degrees of disempowerment. 
 
This study’s proposed approach takes into account the multidimensionality of the concept of 
women’s empowerment along with the regional and cultural disparities present in society. 
Therefore, this approach of measuring female disempowerment is very pertinent for large and 
diverse countries with considerable regional and cultural disparities. Further, this approach is 
equally befitting for cross comparisons of those countries that have similar social contexts. 
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Additionally, this approach has the potential to be of much wider use, as more and more 
decision indicators will be included in future surveys. 
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Table1: Sample Characteristics of Women 
Characteristic Mean Standard Deviation 
Age (in years) 
35.6 6.7 
Education (in years) 
3.2 4.7 
Age at first marriage (in years) 
16.8 3.5 
Age at first birth (in years) 
18.8 3.54 
Economic Status
 
poorest:20%, poorer:21%, middle:23%, richer:21%, richest:15% 
Regional Distribution North:38%, South:39%, East:23% 
Media Exposure: 
1. Reading newspaper 
 
2. Listening to Radio 
 
 
3. Watching Television 
 
 
 
 
 
not at all: 75%, less than once a week:10%, at least once a week:5%, almost 
every day:10% 
 
not at all: 57%, less than once a week:15%, at least once a week:10%, almost 
every day:18% 
 
 
not at all: 34%, less than once a week:13%, at least once a week:14%, almost 
every day:39% 
 
Observations 39,745 
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Table 2: Disempowerment Decision Categories and Indicator Variables 
 
Decision Category Indicator Variables ( question in NFHS3)  
Fertility Decisions 1. Contraception is mainly your decision (woman), your husband’s or both 
 
Economic Decisions 1. Who usually decides how the money you (woman) earn will be used 
2. Work at home or away 
 
Household 
Decisions 
1. Who usually makes decisions about making major household purchases 
2. Who usually makes decisions about making purchases for daily household 
needs 
3. Who usually decides how your husband’s/partner’s earnings will be used   
Personal Decisions 1. Who usually makes decisions about visits to your (woman’s) family 
2. Who usually makes decisions about health care for yourself 
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Table 3: Disempowerment Head Count Rates 
Region/State Say in 
contr
acepti
on use 
Work 
at 
home 
or 
away 
Say in 
spending 
(her) 
money 
Say in  
decisions 
on large 
household 
purchases 
Say in 
decision on 
small 
household 
purchases 
Say in 
spending 
husband’s 
money 
Say in 
visiting 
(her) 
family 
Say in 
(her) 
health 
care 
 
North 0.045 0.226 0.129 0.344 0.258 0.195 0.298 0.317 
Gujarat 0.083 0.275 0.154 0.325 0.175 0.216 0.177 0.374 
Rajasthan 0.043 0.146 0.208 0.462 0.350 0.266 0.416 0.371 
Uttar Pradesh 0.045 0.303 0.063 0.261 0.240 0.158 0.302 0.193 
Madhya 
Pradesh 
0.036 0.170 0.153 0.367 0.266 0.189 0.334 0.415 
Punjab 0.040 0.307 0.072 0.403 0.269 0.199 0.182 0.147 
Haryana 0.034 0.157 0.165 0.338 0.296 0.226 0.240 0.222 
South  0.061 0.180 0.175 0.331 0.239 0.247 0.249 0.289 
Kerala 0.058 0.199 0.106 0.297 0.252 0.338 0.155 0.218 
Tamil Nadu 0.042 0.130 0.102 0.304 0.169 0.150 0.225 0.248 
Andhra 
Pradesh 
0.066 0.207 0.231 0.361 0.297 0.293 0.244 0.299 
Karnataka 0.128 0.154 0.283 0.397 0.307 0.344 0.406 0.414 
Maharashtra 0.029 0.202 0.127 0.291 0.190 0.189 0.196 0.250 
East 0.065 0.333 0.091 0.288 0.229 0.210 0.243 0.209 
Bihar 0.059 0.235 0.061 0.204 0.160 0.110 0.224 0.230 
West Bengal 0.082 0.364 0.121 0.508 0.392 0.352 0.428 0.285 
Orissa 0.116 0.466 0.140 0.284 0.241 0.218 0.227 0.282 
Assam 0.038 0.306 0.066 0.179 0.144 0.153 0.134 0.125 
All India 0.056 0.233 0.138 0.326 0.244 0.219 0.266 0.281 
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Table 4: Measures of Multidimensional Disempowerment  
Region/State                                         
North 0.715 0.226 0.101 0.055 0.023 
Gujarat 0.754 0.222 0.096 0.054 0.025 
Rajasthan 0.762 0.283 0.142 0.085 0.038 
Uttar Pradesh 0.661 0.196 0.081 0.042 0.016 
Madhya Pradesh 0.738 0.241 0.108 0.059 0.024 
Punjab 0.724 0.202 0.081 0.041 0.016 
Haryana 0.617 0.210 0.104 0.064 0.031 
South 0.668 0.221 0.105 0.062 0.028 
Kerala 0.669 0.203 0.088 0.048 0.020 
Tamil Nadu 0.584 0.171 0.070 0.036 0.013 
Andhra Pradesh 0.711 0.250 0.127 0.079 0.039 
Karnataka 0.763 0.304 0.163 0.103 0.051 
Maharashtra 0.630 0.184 0.079 0.043 0.018 
East 0.657 0.208 0.096 0.056 0.025 
Bihar 0.552 0.160 0.068 0.037 0.015 
West Bengal 0.818 0.317 0.163 0.098 0.046 
Orissa 0.746 0.247 0.119 0.071 0.034 
Assam 0.563 0.143 0.056 0.030 0.013 
All India 0.683 0.220 0.101 0.058 0.026 
Notes: See equation (6) in the text for the measure of multi- dimensional deprivation that has been presented in 
this table. The parameter ‘ ’ indicates  the degrees of disempowerment, As α increases from 1 to higher values, 
   gives greater weight to the disempowerment rates of women who are disempowered in more and more 
decisions and, at very high α values (as α = 5) , it measures the magnitude of extreme disempowerment.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
29 
 
 
Table 5: Percentage Contribution of Different Decisions in Total Disempowerment  
Panel A: α = 1 
Dimension Say in 
contrac
eption 
use 
Work 
at 
home 
or 
away 
Say in 
spending 
(her) 
money 
Say in  
decisions 
on large 
household 
purchases 
Say in 
decision on 
small 
household 
purchases 
Say in 
spending 
husband’
s money 
Say in 
visiting 
(her) 
family 
Say in 
(her) 
health 
care 
Region/State↓ 
North 2.50 12.49 7.14 19.00 14.22 10.75 16.43 17.48 
Gujarat 4.65 15.44 8.68 18.27 9.85 12.13 9.93 21.04 
Rajasthan 1.88 6.45 9.19 20.44 15.47 11.76 18.41 16.39 
Uttar Pradesh 2.88 19.34 4.01 16.70 15.36 10.10 19.31 12.31 
Madhya Pradesh 1.85 8.81 7.93 19.00 13.79 9.80 17.30 21.52 
Punjab 2.48 18.94 4.45 24.92 16.63 12.29 11.22 9.08 
Haryana 2.01 9.36 9.87 20.15 17.64 13.46 14.30 13.21 
South 3.46 10.15 9.88 18.68 13.48 13.94 14.06 16.34 
Kerala 3.58 12.26 6.54 18.29 15.53 20.80 9.56 13.44 
Tamil Nadu 3.04 9.52 7.42 22.18 12.32 10.94 16.44 18.13 
Andhra Pradesh 3.29 10.38 11.56 18.07 14.87 14.65 12.21 14.96 
Karnataka 5.27 6.34 11.65 16.31 12.61 14.13 16.67 17.03 
Maharashtra 2.00 13.69 8.63 19.71 12.89 12.85 13.29 16.93 
East 3.89 19.96 5.44 17.30 13.72 12.57 14.60 12.53 
Bihar 4.57 18.29 4.77 15.93 12.46 8.54 17.49 17.94 
West Bengal 3.24 14.37 4.77 20.06 15.49 13.90 16.91 11.25 
Orissa 5.88 23.62 7.07 14.38 12.21 11.02 11.52 14.30 
Assam 3.36 26.73 5.75 15.59 12.58 13.38 11.73 10.89 
All India 3.19 13.21 7.84 18.50 13.82 12.41 15.10 15.94 
Panel B: α = 5 
North 0.00 4.79 0.29 38.97 9.15 2.26 18.84 25.69 
Gujarat 0.03 11.65 0.65 27.00 1.23 3.49 1.28 54.67 
Rajasthan 0.00 0.14 0.81 44.30 11.01 2.79 26.28 14.67 
Uttar Pradesh 0.00 34.11 0.01 16.37 10.79 1.32 33.83 3.56 
Madhya Pradesh 0.00 0.57 0.34 26.61 5.35 0.97 16.63 49.53 
Punjab 0.00 17.62 0.01 69.42 9.19 2.03 1.28 0.45 
Haryana 0.00 1.08 1.41 50.04 25.74 6.66 9.00 6.06 
South 0.01 2.08 1.82 44.09 8.62 10.21 10.65 22.52 
Kerala 0.01 3.63 0.16 26.77 11.82 50.85 1.04 5.73 
Tamil Nadu 0.00 0.86 0.25 59.21 3.12 1.73 13.23 21.60 
Andhra Pradesh 0.01 2.57 4.42 41.21 15.54 14.43 5.81 16.01 
Karnataka 0.08 0.21 4.31 23.13 6.39 11.30 25.82 28.76 
Maharashtra 0.00 8.01 0.80 49.46 5.93 5.82 6.90 23.09 
East 0.01 48.77 0.07 23.84 7.48 4.84 10.23 4.75 
Bihar 0.03 29.60 0.04 14.83 4.35 0.66 23.64 26.86 
West Bengal 0.01 8.95 0.04 47.52 13.04 7.59 20.22 2.63 
Orissa 0.08 79.67 0.19 6.67 2.95 1.76 2.20 6.49 
Assam 0.00 86.96 0.04 5.87 2.01 2.73 1.42 0.98 
All India 0.01 7.71 0.57 41.59 9.67 5.64 15.05 19.76 
Notes: Total disempowerment is measured by   (See equation (6) in the text for the measure of multi- 
dimensional deprivation). The parameter ‘ ’ indicates  the degrees of disempowerment, As α increases from 1 
to higher values,    gives greater weight to the disempowerment rates of women who are disempowered in 
more and more decisions and, at very high α values (as α = 5), it measures the magnitude of extreme 
disempowerment.  
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Table 6: Percentage Contribution of Different States in Total Regional and All India 
Disempowerment  
 North South East All India 
 α = 1 α = 5 α = 1 α = 5 α = 1 α = 5 α = 1 α = 5 
Gujarat 12.92 14.40     5.00 4.89 
Rajasthan 12.92 17.08     5.00 5.80 
Uttar Pradesh 23.18 18.45     8.98 6.27 
Madhya Pradesh 40.03 38.68     15.50 13.14 
Punjab 6.54 5.05     2.53 1.72 
Haryana 4.41 6.34     1.71 2.15 
Kerala   7.10 5.53   2.79 2.39 
Tamil Nadu   15.85 9.72   6.24 4.20 
Andhra Pradesh   28.44 34.42   11.19 14.87 
Karnataka   25.02 32.74   9.84 14.15 
Maharashtra   23.59 17.59   9.28 7.60 
Bihar     12.95 10.09 2.84 2.30 
West Bengal     41.71 49.72 9.15 11.34 
Orissa     16.83 19.16 3.69 4.37 
Assam     28.51 21.03 6.25 4.80 
Notes: See equation (8) in the text for the ratio    that measures the percentage contribution of the state   to 
overall disempowerment of women in the particular region or country as a whole that has been presented in this 
table. The parameter ‘ ’ indicates the degrees of disempowerment. The low values of                suggest 
mild form of disempowerment or the sample of women who are disempowered in few decisions categories, 
while the high values of                 indicate acute form of disempowerment i.e., women who are 
disempowered in more decisions categories. 
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Table 7: Disempowerment Comparison of States/Region Vis-à-vis All India 
State/Region α = 1 α = 5 
 Disempowe
rment>All 
India 
Disempowe
rment< All 
India  
 
Disempowe
rment=All 
India 
Disempowe
rment>All 
India 
Disempowe
rment< All 
India  
 
Disempowe
rment=All 
India 
Andhra Pradesh 
 
Yes - - yes - - 
Assam 
 
- Yes - - Yes - 
Bihar 
 
- Yes - - Yes - 
Gujarat 
 
Yes - - - Yes - 
Karnataka 
 
Yes - - yes - - 
Kerala 
 
- Yes - - Yes - 
Madhya 
Pradesh 
 
Yes - - - Yes - 
Maharashtra 
 
- Yes - - Yes - 
Orissa 
 
Yes - - yes - - 
Punjab 
 
- Yes - - Yes - 
Haryana 
 
- Yes - yes - - 
Rajasthan 
 
Yes - - yes - - 
Tamil Nadu 
 
- Yes - - Yes - 
Uttar Pradesh 
 
- Yes - - Yes - 
West Bengal 
 
Yes - - yes - - 
North  
 
Yes - - - Yes - 
South 
 
- - Yes yes - - 
East 
 
- Yes - - Yes - 
 Notes: See equation (9) in the text for the ratio     that compares disempowerment in the state   to overall 
disempowerment of women in the particular region or country as a whole that has been presented in this table. 
The value of    greater than one indicates women in state ‘ ’ are more disempowered, and value of    less than 
one suggests less disempowered in comparison to all of India. The parameter ‘ ’ indicates the degrees of 
disempowerment. The low values of                suggest mild form of disempowerment or the sample of 
women who are disempowered in few decisions categories, while the high values of                 indicate 
acute form of disempowerment i.e., women who are disempowered in more decisions categories. 
 
